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As classroom managers and deliverers of in-struction, many teachers lack the awareness and knowledge to provide a culturally re-
sponsive learning environment, and it is not as simple 
as knowing the cultural traditions of African Ameri-
cans and Latinos. Cultural competency for all teach-
ers means recognizing and understanding the norms 
and tendencies of their student populations, which 
are dictated mostly by societal, ethnic, and socioeco-
nomic influences. Mary Dilg (2004), author of “From 
Home to School and Home Again” summarizes the 
complex dichotomy students experience balancing 
their home and school lives stating, “multiple cultural 
backgrounds and identities [provide the backdrop] for 
the movement between the two worlds each student 
inhabits” (p. 143). While many students transition be-
tween the vast chasms of their home and school lives, 
none experience the polarity more than non-native, 
English-speaking students.
A great teacher creates a sense of community 
and belonging to provide a supportive and collabora-
tive classroom environment. This is one of the most 
important components in an effective teacher-student 
relationship, and that the relationship must be culti-
vated with a mutual respect and understanding of one 
another. A positive relationship does not happen unless 
teachers put in time and research getting to know their 
student population. One way teachers can foster strong 
relationships with their students is through developing 
a diverse and well-rounded classroom library. Chil-
dren’s literature provides meaningful opportunities to 
connect with readers, whether through vibrant illustra-
tions, realistic and relatable stories, or creative folk-
tales filled with mystery and moral dilemmas. English 
learners will benefit from connecting their culture to 
the curriculum, and incorporating diverse and multi-
cultural literature in a classroom library is an effort-
less way teachers can establish a welcoming and invit-
ing environment for all students. Depending on their 
proficiency level and their background knowledge, 
English Learners (ELs) may struggle to interpret and 
comprehend academic vocabulary. Therefore, provid-
ing a wide range of reading opportunities will increase 
exposure to complex vocabulary while celebrating the 
differences that make each culture unique.  The fol-
lowing article evaluates varied examples of multicul-
tural children’s literature and discusses how those texts 
can help promote a culturally responsive learning en-
vironment.
Loretta Seto’s (2013) children’s book, Moon-
cakes, is set during the Moon Festival, a summer festi-
val celebrated by Chinese families with candle-lit paper 
lanterns, moon viewing, mooncakes, and storytelling. 
While holiday celebrations should not epitomize any 
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specific culture, it would be a disservice for teachers 
to avoid sharing these stories with children. In Moon-
cakes, a first- person narrative, a small girl describes her 
family’s practices in the present tense: “Soon there will 
be mooncakes to eat, sweet and chewy….They make a 
circle for me and Mama and Baba. They make a circle 
for my family.” (Seto, 2013, p. 9). Embedded in the 
story are three Chinese folktales that the contemporary 
parents share with their daughter: a cruel tyrant chases 
his wife until she escapes to a castle in the sky, a lazy 
woodcutter chops at a cinnamon tree that never dies, 
and a rabbit offers himself up as a meal to three hun-
gry magicians. The characters in Mooncakes represent 
some of the heroes and villains portrayed in traditional 
Chinese fables commonly associated with the moon 
festival and reinforce important values such as family 
and kindness. Even though the folktale characters are 
fictional, they provide an opportunity for cross-cultural 
connections focused on moral dilemmas. Furthermore, 
the soft watercolor illustrations by Renné Benoit cre-
ate a whimsical image in a traditional Chinese style 
through the blending of warm tones, while emphasiz-
ing the importance of family. The illustrations give the 
reader a visual of what goes on during the Moon Fes-
tival and exposes young readers to unfamiliar cultural 
celebrations.
Another example of children’s literature that 
supports and explores diverse cultural celebrations 
is A Festival of Colors written by S. Sehgal and K. 
Sehgal (2019). The story depicts siblings Mintoo and 
Chintoo who are busy gathering flowers to grind into 
colorful powders to toss during Holi, the Indian Festi-
val of Colors. Holi is a Hindu celebration that occurs 
in the beginning of spring and “symbolizes inclusive-
ness, new beginnings, and the triumph of good over 
evil” (Sehgal, S & Sehgal, K., 2019, p. 1). Sehgal and 
Sehgal explain when the citizens of India are throw-
ing their colors, they are really throwing joy, harmony, 
love, and a reason to start anew. Creative and cultur-
ally responsive educators can develop activities remi-
niscent of Holi in their own classrooms, demonstrating 
how inclusive teaching fosters a positive and effective 
learning environment.
Immigration and the challenges associated with 
relocating to a new country are other important issues 
made more accessible through children’s literature. 
In Danny Ramadan’s (2020) Salma the Syrian Chef, 
the reader discovers that Salma and her mother have 
recently immigrated to Vancouver, British Columbia 
from Syria and are struggling to acclimate to their new 
home; they miss their familiar culture, language, and 
family. Salma, hoping to cheer up her Mama, decides 
to make a homemade Syrian meal. However, Salma 
does not know the recipe, or what to call the vegetables 
in English, or where to find the right spices. Luckily, 
the staff and other newcomers at the Welcome Center 
are willing to help Salma make Foul Shami. The Syri-
an culture is beautifully represented in this short story, 
and the diverse cast of characters reinforces the impor-
tance in having a strong, supportive community during 
challenging circumstances.
Food can be a historic and essential part of 
many culturally significant celebrations, but food can 
also operate as an expression of cultural identity. Immi-
grants bring the food of their countries with them wher-
ever they go, and cooking traditional food is a way of 
preserving their heritage when relocating to new plac-
es. Author Aisha Saeed shares a Pakistani staple with 
readers in her children’s book titled, Bilal Cooks Daal. 
When Bilal’s father begins to make the South Asian 
legume stew, Bilal, and his friends Morgan and Elias 
are eager to help, Abu tells them, “This dish takes pa-
tience.…This dish takes time” (Saeed, 2019, p. 7). The 
children choose to make chana daal (with split chick-
peas) and line up the spices: turmeric, chili, and cum-
in. But when Morgan and Elias wonder aloud why the 
daal looks and smells funny, Bilal becomes concerned 
that his friends will not like his favorite food. This de-
lightful picture book showcases the value of patience, 
teamwork, and community, which teachers can easily 
connect to social- emotional objectives. To promote in-
ferential thinking and encourage peer communication, 
children can reflect about an instance when they tried 
something new and can discuss their experience in a 
partner share or small-group setting.
Ensuring that multiculturalism is ever present 
in the classroom means providing opportunities for 
children to see themselves and/or their family structure 
represented in literature. In 2014, renowned children’s 
book author, Walter Dean Myers asked readers to con-
sider people of color in children’s books. A Balloon for 
Grandad, written by Nigel Gray (1988) and illustrated 
by Jane Ray (1988), is an imaginative story told by 
Sam, a biracial boy, about the adventures of his bal-
loon as it travels to North Africa, where his grandad, 
Abdulla, resides. Jane Ray uses creative illustrations 
to portray the flora and fauna of Africa and informs 
the reader that Sam’s parents are each of a different 
ethnicity. Without illustrations, this detail about Sam’s 
multi-racial background would be lost. However, for 
the many children who identify as biracial, this short 
story allows young readers to infer a deeper connec-
tion with the text. 
Octopus Stew, by Eric Velasquez (2019) is a 
funny adventure that is visually rich and full of imagi-
nation, giving readers a glimpse of Latinx storytelling 
traditions through the eyes of a young boy. The back-
and-forth between Ramsey and his grandma will be 
familiar to many families, as will his dislike for eating 
foods commonly favored by grown-ups. This book is 
best read aloud with Spanish words and phrases mixed 
throughout the book, captivating native Spanish speak-
ers and encouraging non-native English-speaking stu-
dents the opportunity to share their language with the 
class. Having literature in the classroom that English 
learners can read in their native language is vital in cre-
ating an inclusive and inviting learning environment.
Folktales are an integral part of many cultures 
and are most commonly defined as stories told by word 
of mouth, passed down orally through generations, and 
are often rooted in superstition and accompanied with a 
strong moral or ethical theme. Paul Goble is the author 
of a children’s book series that shares the adventurous 
mishaps of Iktomi, who is a trickster in Plains Indian 
folklore. In Iktomi and the Boulder (1992), Iktomi is 
a conceited, selfish liar and attempts to defeat a boul-
der with the assistance of some bats, which provides 
a mythical explanation as to why the Great Plains are 
covered with small stones. These legends are import-
ant to share with young students and allow educators 
the opportunity to have reflective discussions with stu-
dents about how their choices can impact others. 
Another example of folklore with a less-than- 
honorable main character is Tiger Soup, An Anansi 
Story from Jamaica, retold and illustrated by Frances 
Temple (1994) and depicts the sneaky behavior of An-
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ansi the spider. In contrast to Iktomi, Anansi is able 
to steal Tiger’s soup and blames other animals with-
out consequence. Selecting literature that students 
can identify with, and/or having some existing back-
ground knowledge about the Great Plains Nation’s 
and the Jamaican culture is an excellent way to sup-
port EL students. Then content-related objectives can 
be developed around the text, such as comparing and 
contrasting the characters, plot, and themes, or asking 
inferential questions about the choices made by Iktomi 
and Anansi. 
It is evident that there are hundreds of chil-
dren’s books written in a culturally responsive and in-
clusive manner, and teachers should make sure to keep 
a well-stocked and diverse classroom library to ensure 
all students feel supported. Showing children that edu-
cators see and value all aspects of their lives, including 
attributes related to race and culture, is a critical step 
in helping EL students feel welcome and connected to 
their teachers and peers. Children’s literature offers an 
engaging opportunity to generate conversations with 
young people about how cultural differences can be 
celebrated. Books can be mirrors in which children 
see and identify with images and experiences similar 
to their own, and books can also be windows, enabling 
young readers to gain new cultural perspectives by 
peering into others’ worlds. This is precisely the reason 
why educators should choose books that help children 
see themselves, while expanding their understanding 
of other people, places, and traditions in this vast, mul-
ticultural world. 
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